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Abstract:  
Picturebooks invite performance every time they are read. What happens to them when they’re adapted for live 
performance? 
 
This ongoing practice led research project (2008-) regenerates and transforms picturebook The Empty City 
(Hachette/Livre 2007) by David Megarrity and Jonathon Oxlade into a live experience. 
 
In this rebuilding, interanimation of text and illustration on the picturebook page suddenly open up into a new and 
complex structure incorporating composition of music, animation, live action, projected image and performing objects. 
 
The presenter is the creator of both the source text and writer/composer of the adaptation, providing a unique 
vantage point that draws on sources from both within and without the creative process up to and including audience 
reception. 
 
From the foundations up, this paper’s focus is on deep, muddy sites of development in the adaptation process, 
unearthed treasures, and how perceptions of fear and safety push, sway and stress the building of a new 
performance work for children in content, form and process. 
 
Methodology: Practice Led Research  
 
Introduction 
 
Readers of picturebooks are part audience,  part actors, and part director-
producer, though the degree of involvement required is somewhat contingent 
on the picture book in question – some make more demands than others. 
(Schwenke Wylie 2006:177) 
 
 
Provenance of Picture Book: Already an Adaptation. 
 First PB, Published 2007, nominated a ‘Notable’ Book, CBCA 2008. 
Jonathon’s illustrations got him shortlisted in the Crichton award for new 
illustrators in 2008. 
 
The empty city is about a boy, who while accompanying his mum on a 
shopping trip in the city, transgresses, and finds himself in a city devoid of 
human life.  
 
Most of the literature I’ve found in regard to adaptation is about transformation 
from one artform to another, usually by someone other than the author of the 
source text. In this case, I am the author of both the source text, the picture 
book, and its adaptation into a performance text, informed by the collaboration 
of a director, digital animator/compositor, performer, and designer (Jonathon 
Oxlade, Illustrator of the book) 
 
Here to explore adaptation – but the development of a picture book is itself, a 
kind of ADAPTATION, where text, image, and their [interanimation] 
relationship change, and some things are refined, but others stay 
fundamentally the same. Jonathon and I presented to the publishers as an 
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established team, and worked collaboratively, something I now understand to 
be the exception, rather than the rule. 
 
[DEMO SLIDES] 
 Expansion and contraction of text 
 Changing/retention of images. 
 
The book was well received, and sold well. Some reviewers made 
connections with my theatre background: 
 
…Megarrity's story brings a little theatre into the reading world. It lets children and adults become 
actors in a small tale, rather than being a sitting still audience. This city is full to bursting with stuff to 
think about and see… 
Courier Mail 8/9/2007 
 
…The author and illustrator’s theatre background heavily influences this book…. 
ReadingTime Volume 51,  No 4 
 
 
Perhaps this is testament to the paratext of the author’s bio as part of the 
reviewer’s analytical arsenal, perhaps it’s because I’d gone to such great 
lengths to keep the book an open work, but by 2009 I’d begun writing the 
adaptation, and (with director, David Fenton) seeking funding to support its 
creative development. This performance was to be for one actor, on a set 
constructed primarily of projected images. It was to be intermedial. Our aim 
was for the multiple art forms in the performance to work together in parataxis. 
I wanted to keep its mystery, but not just a parade of images and moods, 
wanted to balance openness with a compelling narrative. 
 
Completing the process I began in reducing text for the picture book, it was to 
be completely non-verbal.  
 
Which required more words that words can say. 
 
It was (and is) a complex process of reinvention. The project has attracted 
funding and support, and been performed as a work in progress twice. We’re 
on the road to full production, all going well.   
 
I’m now going to briefly visit, as promised, some ‘development sites’ from this 
process of adaptation from picture book page to multimedia stage, inflected by 
this event’s theme of fear and safety. Some of these sites emerged from my 
individual work as a writer, some from the inter-artform collaboration, and 
some from audience response. 
 
A child alone in the city. Naturally the themes of The Empty City resonate with 
ideas of ‘fear and safety’. The same idea strikes terror into a parent, but fills a 
child with excitement. Our first interaction with the publisher, after having sent 
off some text and dummy illustrations, was concern that the cover image 
might be ‘a bit dark’. And a request for some ‘more colourful’ illustrations. I’m 
not going to rehearse those kids of arguments here. 
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Revealing the implications: Montage implies – Drama demands 
causality. 
 
Narrative needs development with stronger linkages between getting lost…Got a little lost as 
to the why and how. 
Adult post-show questionnaire response: The Empty City Work in progress showing July 17th 2009 
 
The adaptation has been ‘live’ twice,  in prototype forms,  and audience 
reception has been an important strut of the development of the work. It’s 
been well received by both children and adults, but this paper will focus on 
perceived deficits as expressed in surveys by way of approaching its 
argument. 
 
What, really causes the inhabitants of a city to vanish? In the picture book 
text, the boy, left to his own devices, plays with going up the down escalator, a 
gesture that works symbolically, as well as practically as potentially unsafe. 
 
In the book, this is dealt with by an image, some text, and the turn of a page, 
and all the space and weight that is contained in that leaf-turning. 
 
Real time, onstage, demands we examine the reasons why such things occur, 
and how events and relationships develop from moment to moment. To reveal 
the implications. 
 
Drawing from earlier drafts of the picture-book text, and a surprising 
illustration supplied by Jonathon, I created a sequence where the protagonist, 
having entered the crockery section (where children are a ‘threat’ to the 
merchandise), plays a tune on the crockery, and is banished to the escalators, 
while his mum fulfils her consumer desires. 
 
This gesture, symbolically fulfills the narrative development of quite a few 
themes and strands: that children do not belong in cities, which are 
fundamentally ‘unsafe’ (adults perception) and ‘full of possibility’ (children); 
that keeping the child ‘safe’ means controlling them and their interactions with 
their environment, and, in relation to the human experience of the play, we 
see the protagonist is curious, frustrated, lonely and ignored. 
 
The risky music of the ‘crockery’ sequence, where the boy plays his own 
music  (and music, performance, video and design interact simultaneously) 
was frequently viewed as an enjoyable sequence by the child audience. 
 
After that, the escalator’s metal teeth seem fair game.  
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       ‘Caroline’ (2009) ‘This is my favourite part where he was playing with the musical plates in the crockery store 
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Transition between the acts: it’s alright as long as we make it clear it’s 
not real.  
 
Perhaps a clearer journey when he ‘empties’ the world at the escalator step to excitement to 
loneliness etc.  Obviously without making a morality fable 
Adult post-show questionnaire response: The Empty City Work in progress showing Jan 16th 2009 
 
I’ve already mentioned the grand gesture of the turn of the picture book page. 
In trying to work the story to fit into the standard number of pages for a picture 
book, I’d explored it very thoroughly. The theatrical equivalent is the blackout, 
of course, and we could have had scores of them in this performance: instead, 
I was very concerned with writing inventive ways of how scenes could slip in 
to one another, and this was more like writing cinema. This commitment was 
followed through by the creative team, and there are no ‘blackouts’ in the 
work. 
 
The Empty City falls into three ‘acts’. It’s not unusual, of course. Ordinary 
world/Extraordinary world and return. Once the script for the work was drafted, 
and work began on staging the thing, the transition between acts One and 
Two (really, it’s the ‘that night, a forest grew in Max’s room moment) raised a 
lot of anxiety in the team. It had to be clear that it was a dream, lest we ‘worry’ 
the children, or they got lost in the story. As a writer, I was OK with a blurred 
slipping into the reverie which consumes most of the book. Being lost in the 
empty city is more real to the boy, and more interesting, anyway. 
 
But I knew this moment was important. In writing the book, I’d wrestled with 
describing the Escher-like possibilities of up and down escalators – gone the 
long way round to a simple solution – but a preoccupation with this moment of 
transition is natural for a storyteller, in whatever form: “Stories link the 
exceptional to the ordinary. Bruner (1990) states that stories achieve their 
meanings by explicating deviations from the ordinary in comprehensive form. 
In this way the story forges links between the exceptional and the ordinary.” 
(Cattanach,1997:24)  
 
How to do it ‘live?’ 
 
I’d seeded the moment in the script, utilizing the escalators as a visual device 
(they turn into rain, and a gigantic, striated metal block over the boy’s head.) 
This was shored up with moments of emphasis in the soundtrack, design 
clues and actor’s performance. 
 
In the first creative development, as we were wrestling with the form, this 
became a protracted sequence of carefully obvious ‘cues’, signifiers which 
actually served to dissipate its effect as a transition from one reality into 
another. 
 
This was tightened for the second showing six months later, and was seen to 
work, but still anxiety remained – in showing a child willfully separating from 
the parent in a crowded urban environment, and dancing in the metal jaws of 
an escalator, are we ‘modelling bad behaviour’? 
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‘modelling bad behaviour’? 
Behaviour modelling? Hmmm…Stealing and getting away with it, getting lost without seeming 
to mind – in fact more adventures without Mum than with her and begging gets you a toy. 
Adult post-show questionnaire response: The Empty City Work in progress showing Jan 16th 2009 
 
In the stage adaptation of The Empty City, there is theft of cash and 
shopgoods, consumption of unhygienic, or unhealthy food products. 
 
The protagonist is morally conflicted, yes, but he’s also hungry. Hungry for 
chocolate. The script itself asks the question: 
 
“It seems that rules apply even when there’s nobody around to enforce them – 
does that mean we have rules somewhere inside us?” 
(38:The Empty City, DR 4) 
 
This is an ‘unactable’ line, but it’s really the writer posing a question to the 
production and its themes, connected to bigger ideas of fear, safest, and the 
agency of children as self-regulators. But it had a concrete effect on the 
drafting of the work as a performance text. As I got bolder with what could 
happen in the imaginary world of the boy’s adventure, I chose to do two 
things: make the theft brazen and without regret, and separate the two linked 
sequences of the theft and return to the store, deliberately raising anxiety 
about whether the protagonist would ‘do the right thing’. 
 
Bad, Bad, mother: Character development and expectations of 
attachment. 
 
I didn’t get a sense of the fear of being lost or the desire for the security of a parent after the 
pleasure of freedom has worn off.   
Adult post-show questionnaire response: The Empty City Work in progress showing Jan 16th 2009 
 
Child’s sense of fear and progress could be better developed. 
Adult post-show questionnaire response: The Empty City Work in progress showing Jan 16th 2009 
 
Mother character too aloof especially at end – need to show more warmth and relationship 
and character development. 
Adult post-show questionnaire response: The Empty City Work in progress showing Jan 16th 2009 
 
 
…pictorial detail notwithstanding, comprehension is of the essence as there is 
little time or room to develop character in a picture book of standard length. 
Schwenke Wylie 2006: 187 
 
The adaptation hasn’t just been a simple transformation of the characters in 
the book from two to three dimensions. Actors are flesh and feeling. They 
need something to embody, of course, but they’re just one part of the machine 
– they interact with music, design and projected image in the narrative. 
 
The Empty City was always conceived as a show for one performer – the 
Mother character appears on video, in pre-recorded sequences – and she 
attracted some very interesting comments from the audience- adults of 
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course. Put a parent and a child onstage and you will attract all kinds of 
judgements.  
 
(“Where is the father?” Well, yes, that’s a question, isn’t it? Where are all the 
fathers?) 
 
At least the mother isn’t actually killed at the beginning of the story, which is 
something that most children’s adventure stories seem to require. She’s not 
an evil step-mother – she’s just fixated on shopping. The Boy makes her 
disappear along with everybody else. 
 
And he’s not bothered when she goes. He hangs around out of a sense of 
duty  - ‘because that’s what you’re supposed to do when you’re lost’ – but he 
does not cry or seem overly concerned. As I looked back on the picture book 
text, writing the adaptation, I realized it’s remarkable for its lack of reference to 
feeling or emotion in any of its words. 
 
And yet I knew this relationship was different. In researching the character’s 
possible (and unspecified) age in terms of child development for the creative 
team, I’d placed him at an age where testing, and ‘pulling away’ from the 
parent was to be expected. 
 
But there was more. Investigating why the character behaved the way he did, 
my writer’s research took me to Attachment theory. 
 
“Following Bowlby, Ainsworth (1978) defined attachment as ‘a tie, bond or 
enduring relationship between a young child and his or her primary caretaker’” 
(1997:116) 
 
However, she emphasized the child’s assessment of the relative presence of threat and security as a significant part 
in the balance of exploration, affiliation, wariness and attachment. A child who has confidence in the attachment 
relationship will feel free to explore the environment. This widens the concept of attachment to include the child’s’ 
subjective sense of security and the attachment behaviors to include a sense of safety so that the child is free to 
explore and to make relationships with others. 
 
“Insecurely attached avoidant when the child avoids contact with the mother, 
especially on her return after separation. Not greatly upset when left with a 
stranger. Ignores parent on reunion, focuses on toys or environment 
throughout procedure.” 
 
But where’s the ‘drama’ in that?  
 
In this performance, the mother is literally a projection, and she’s, in some 
ways, transformed into the character of the city, which and symbolically re-
appears throughout the work, especially, in the most recent draft, in the ‘final 
trial’. (Which occurs in a novelty store called ‘Mr Crazy’s’, the object of the 
boy’s curiosity and desire.) The Empty City plays very deliberately with scale: 
the child is initially dwarfed by the city, but ends up dwarfing it. 
 
But there is no emotional reunion with the parent. The boy is glad to have 
everybody back in the city (which he knows differently now), but he's not 
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especially pleased to see his mum, and the feeling, or lack thereof, is mutual. 
I’ve further down-played it in the most recent draft (4). I know goes against the 
grain. Maybe that kind of parent-child relationship is less unusual than 
uncomfortably familiar.  
 
 
Do conventional dramatic narrative forms – or, more accurately our 
expectations of them, allow for child protagonists to behave in unexpected 
ways? 
 
Nemo’s Dad must find him, and vice-versa, and without that search, there is 
no story. Is it possible to look for something different, or to frame the search 
differently?  
 
For children, (narrative absorbers par-excellence) does ‘dramatic’ have to 
equal ‘didactic’? Does a story need to be ‘fearful’ enough to offer impediments 
to action, but not ‘safe’ enough to make the narrative neutral or passive? 
Apparently the fear must come from places we safely expect it to. 
 
The ‘development sites’ I’ve touched on in the adaptation process of The 
Empty City (and there will be many more) have all been challenging for their 
own reasons, but they’re characterized by anxieties around fear and safety, 
especially as they relate to children.  
 
We may fear that they ‘won’t get it’, we can be safe in the knowledge they will. 
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